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This  thesis  explores  the  impact  of  removing  the  100  charter  school  cap  in 
2011  on  the  North  Carolina  charter  school  sector  using  interrupted  time  series 
methodology.  It  examines  many  applications  to  open  charter  schools  along  several 
dimensions  including  charter  management  organization  affiliation,  specialization, 
and  conversion  status.  Specialization  serves  as  a  measurable  form  of  innovation. 
Charter  schools  following  2011  were  more  specialized  than  those  that  applied  to 
open  before  2011.  This  thesis  also  finds  that  CMOs  may  monitor  policy  changes  in 
a  state  and  respond  to  charter  friendly  policy  changes  by  targeting  that  state.  It 
concludes  by  considering  many  possibilities  for  future  research  that  this  thesis 
serves  as  a  baseline  for.  
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  Introduction 
Charter  school  policy  is  one  of  the  most  hotly  debated  topics  in  education.  This  thesis 
explores  the  link  between  regulation  in  the  charter  school  sector  and  features  of  applications  to 
open  charter  schools.  These  features  include  charter  management  organization  (CMO) 
affiliation,  specialization,  conversion  status,  and  application  success.  For  this  project, 
specialization  serves  as  a  measurable  form  of  innovation.  Specialization  can  take  many  forms, 
but  some  examples  of  specialization  include  instructional  approach  (Montessori,  project-based 
learning);  a  curricular  focus  (arts,  bilingual);  other  features  (multi-age  classrooms,  virtual);  or 
target  student  population  (single  gender,  academically  at-risk). 
Charter  schools  are  publicly  funded  schools  that  are  granted  greater  flexibility  around 
curriculum,  scheduling,  hiring,  and  other  factors  than  traditional  public  schools.  While  laws  vary 
from  state  to  state,  they  involve  an  entity,  which  can  be  a  group  of  individuals,  non-profit,  or 
charter  management  organization  (CMO),  applying  to  open  a  school.  Families  may  choose  to 
send  their  children  to  a  charter  instead  of  a  local  traditional  public  school,  and  these  schools 
generally  receive  funding  based  on  the  number  of  students  that  attend  them. 
Charter  schools  flow  from  the  choice-based,  free-market  views  of  political  philosophers 
like  Milton  Friedman.  Friedman’s  ideas  are  one  factor  that  led  to  the  modern  increase  of 
privatization  of  public  services  (Henig  et  al.  2016).  In  his  book,  “Free  to  Choose”  Friedman  lists 
several  issues  with  the  public  education  system,  before  arguing  that  the  current  state  of  affairs 
“has  been  aggravated  by  the  increasing  centralization  and  bureaucratization  of  schools” 
(Friedman  152).  To  combat  this  issue,  Friedman  advocates  allowing  anyone  to  open  a  school 
and  receive  public  funding  that  is  tied  to  student  enrollment  numbers.  Friedman’s  hypothesis  is 
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that  the  competition  between  schools  to  attract  students  and  maintain  funding  will  naturally 
increase  the  overall  quality  of  the  education  system.  In  this  system,  schools  would  also  be  far 
more  responsive  to  niche  parent  needs  and  desires.  He  goes  on  to  suggest  that  his  plan,  “would 
produce  a  much  wider  range  of  alternatives  –  unless  it  was  sabotaged  by  excessively  rigid 
standards  of  approval”  (Friedman  163).  Friedman  suggests  that  school  choice  will  increase  the 
number  of  options,  so  long  as  there  is  not  too  much  regulation  around  schools  of  choice.  Some 
North  Carolina  charter  school  applications  speak  directly  to  this  point.  One  unsuccessful  2013 
applicant  even  goes  so  far  as  to  articulate  it  saying: 
The  second  reason  for  forming  the  school  is  to  create  expanded  school 
choices  for  children  and  parents  who  want  it  and  feel  that  the  school  system 
usually  because  it  is  large  and  bureacratic  [ sic ]  is  not  tending  to  their  needs 
because  the  child  or  the  child's  family  circumstance  does  not  quite  fit  the 
mold  of  the  typical  student  population  they  are  accustomized  [ sic ]  to  dealing 
with.    -  Bryan  School 
 
Friedman’s  ideas  have  appeared  in  charter  legislation  nationwide.  This  thesis  aims  to  build  on  a 
wide  body  of  work  that  tests  Friedman’s  assumption  that  deregulation  produces  increased 
innovation  by  examining  the  North  Carolina  charter  sector  before  and  after  the  North  Carolina 
General  Assembly  passed  a  policy  of  deregulation  (Berends  et  al.,  2010;  Horn  &  Miron  1999; 
Lubienski  2003;  Lubienski  2004,  Smith  2005).  Additionally,  it  will  investigate  the  deregulation 
process’  impact  on  other  features  of  applicants.  This  thesis  will  use  an  interrupted  time  series 
analysis  to  investigate  how  the  deregulation  of  the  North  Carolina  charter  sector  in  2011 
impacted  the  concentration  of  different  types  of  schools  in  the  applicant  pools.  
Questions 
Central  Question  How  did  North  Carolina   100  Charter  School  cap  removal  in  2011  impact 
applications  to  open  a  charter  school?  
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Sub-Question  1:  How  did  the  number  of  applications  and  approval  rate  change  around  2011? 
Sub-Question  2:  How  did  the  type  of  applicants  change  around  2011? 
Sub-Question  3:  How  did  the  educational  approaches  of  applicants  change  with  respect  to 
specialization  around  2011?  
Hypothesis :  The  removal  of  the  100-charter  cap  increased  the  number  of  applicants,  increased 
the  number  of  approved  applications,  opened  up  the  market  to  new  types  of  applicants,  and 
increased  the  specialization  of  applications.  
Background/Context 
Charter  schools  have  been  a  part  of  the  national  educational  landscape  since  the  first 
charter  schools  opened  in  Minnesota  in  1992.  Over  the  next  several  years,  a  flurry  of  states 
passed  charter  legislation  (Renzulli  &  Roscigno  2005).  In  North  Carolina,  the  General  Assembly 
passed  its  charter  legislation  in  1996  as  a  compromise  between  republicans  who  were  pushing 
for  a  voucher  system  that  would  allow  state  funds  to  be  spent  on  private  schools,  and 
democrats  who  opposed  any  voucher  system  (Ladd  et  al.  2017).  Charter  schools  represented  a 
compromise  between  a  full  voucher  system,  and  no  school  choice  at  all.  The  North  Carolina 
charter  school  legislation  lists  several  goals  for  charter  schools,  including  to  “encourage  the  use 
of  different  and  innovative  teaching  methods”  and  “provide  parents  and  students  with 
expanded  choices  in  the  types  of  educational  opportunities  that  are  available  within  the  public 
school  system”  (N.C.  G.S.  §  115C-218).  This  piece  of  legislation  encodes  innovation  and  diversity 
as  a  goal  of  the  charter  sector. 
During  the  first  year  after  this  legislation  was  passed,  27  charter  schools  opened.  In  this 
initial  legislation,  there  was  a  strict  cap  at  100  charter  schools.  As  of  2001,  after  just  5  years,  the 
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state  of  North  Carolina  was  hovering  around  that  cap.  Over  the  next  several  years  there  were 
many  attempts  to  remove  or  increase  the  charter  school  cap,  which  all  ultimately  failed  (Shultz 
2016).  During  this  period,  only  as  many  schools  as  had  closed  the  previous  year  could  open 
during  each  application  cycle. 
In  2011,  the  Republican  controlled  General  Assembly  passed  a  law  that  removed  this  cap 
entirely,  and  allowed  for  unlimited  charter  schools  to  operate  in  the  state.  Ladd  et  al.  explain 
that  removing  the  charter  cap  was  one  of  several  conditions  for  $400  million  in  federal  race  to 
the  top  education  funding  (2017).  This  change  represented  a  moment  of  major  deregulation  in 
the  North  Carolina  charter  sector.  This  law  also  changed  the  year  over  year  enrollment  growth 
cap  from  10%  to  20%  at  individual  charter  schools,  and  allowed  charter  schools  to  collect  fees 
“that  are  charged  by  the  local  school  administrative  unit  in  which  the  charter  school  is  located” 
(SL-2011-164).  Following  2011,  the  number  of  charters  increased  rapidly.  As  of  the  2019-20 
school  year  there  are  197  active  charters  (N.C.  Office  of  Charter  Schools). 
In  1997,  North  Carolina  spent  $16.5  million  on  charter  schools.  In  2019,  that  figure  grew 
to  $674  million,  with  7%  of  students  statewide  enrolled  in  charter  schools.  Since  2012,  the 
number  of  charter  schools  meeting  or  exceeding  growth  has  trended  down,  with  68.7%  of 
charter  schools  meeting  or  exceeding  growth  in  2018  (Public  Schools  First  NC  2019).  States 
generally  have  unique  processes  for  opening  charter  schools.  In  North  Carolina,  interested 
applicants  must  fill  out  an  application  and  submit  it  to  the  Department  of  Public  Instruction.  Any 
non-profit  corporation  in  the  state  of  North  Carolina  may  apply  for  a  charter.  Included  in  this  are 
conversion  schools,  which  are  existing  public  or  private  schools  seeking  conversion  to  become 
charter  schools.  Leading  up  to  each  application  cycle,  DPI  provides  formatting  and  content 
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guidelines.  Applicants  must  provide  in-depth  discussion  of  regulatory  compliance,  facility  plans, 
impacts  on  nearby  schools,  educational  plans,  governance  structure,  target  student  population, 
admissions  policies,  student  discipline,  and  financial  plans  among  other  factors.  Schools  must 
also  indicate  their  plans  for  CMO  affiliation.   Once  the  department  receives  applications,  the 
N.C.  Charter  School  Advisory  Board  (CSAB)  considers  each  application  during  regular  meetings. 
If  the  CSAB  approves  a  school,  the  application  is  sent  to  the  State  Board  of  Education  for  final 
consideration.  The  final  decision  on  whether  or  not  to  authorize  a  charter  school  lies  in  the 
hands  of  the  State  Board  of  Education  (Charter  School  Application  Resource  Manual  2018). 
2011  represented  a  major  shift  in  favor  of  charter  policy  in  North  Carolina.  Understanding  the 
implications  of  more  permissive  charter  laws  presents  an  important  opportunity  to  inform 
future  practice.  
Significance  for  Public  Policy 
Charter  schools  and  school  choice  measures  are  rapidly  expanding  across  the  United 
States.  The  debate  now  is  no  longer  around  whether  charter  schools  are  good,  but  rather,  given 
that  charters  exist,  how  do  different  types  of  regulation  impact  the  charter  sector?  One 
dimension  of  this  debate  is  innovation  or  specialization  within  the  charter  sector.  This  research 
will  enable  NC  policymakers  to  make  more  informed  decisions  around  how  to  regulate  the 
charter  sector.  Following  Friedman’s  logic,  charters  exist  to  defeat  bureaucracy  and  promote 
new  methods.  By  understanding  the  relationship  between  regulation  and  charter  schools, 
policymakers  can  begin  to  make  more  effective  policies  around  charters.  If  charters  are  not 
innovative,  then  they  are  failing  to  meet  one  of  the  essential  goals  that  led  to  their  creation.  
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This  study  will  help  policymakers  to  understand  some  of  the  specific  implications  of 
removing  a  charter  cap.  Charter  school  caps  have  been  a  prominent  part  of  the  national 
landscape  for  many  years,  and  states  continually  consider  adjusting  their  caps.  These  caps  can 
come  in  a  variety  of  forms,  including  limits  to  the  number  of  start-up  schools  allowed  to  open  in 
a  given  year,  the  number  of  students  allowed  to  attend  charters,  and  the  total  number  of 
charter  schools  in  a  state.  The  central  idea  of  caps  is  that  they  will  limit  expansion  of  charter 
schools.  The  larger  the  charter  sector,  the  greater  impact  it  will  have  on  education  statewide. 
Charter  caps  seek  to  mediate  the  expansion  of  charters  and  their  impact  on  the  public 
education  system.  As  of  2011,  more  than  half  of  all  states  with  charter  school  laws  also  had 
some  form  of  cap  (Bell  2011).  While  this  research  focuses  on  North  Carolina,  it  may  help  provide 
insight  to  policymakers  nationwide.  
Finally,  much  of  the  literature  around  charter  schools  focuses  on  student  outcomes 
measured  by  attainment  or  performance.  In  many  cases,  this  is  a  helpful  measure  for  the 
success  of  charter  schools.  Further,  those  measures  may  miss  important  aspects  of  charters.  A 
parent  that  chooses  to  send  their  child  to  an  experiential  learning  focused  or  Montessori 
charter  may  be  expressing  their  preference  for  educational  outcomes  not  measured  by  test 
scores  or  attainment.  If  these  parents  are  choosing  an  outcome  other  than  test  scores  or 
attainment  as  their  meter  for  success,  then  measuring  test  scores  and  attainment  does  not 
express  the  benefits  of  the  charter.  This  thesis  will  help  to  expand  thinking  around  the  goals  of 
charters,  the  value  of  innovation,  and  diversity  in  school  choice.  
Sections  that  follow 
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In  the  following  sections,  the  literature  review  addresses  scholarly  work  around 
innovation,  charter  schools,  and  CMOs  before  identifying  how  this  research  hopes  to  contribute 
to  the  existing  literature.  The  methods  section  defines  the  approach  of  this  thesis  as  a  coding 
charter  school  applications  and  testing  differences  around  2011  using  an  interrupted  time  series 
analysis.  In  the  following  section,  findings,  this  researcher  discusses  the  quantitative  findings, 
their  implications  for  the  North  Carolina  charter  sector,  and  possible  explanations  for  any 
changes.  The  conclusion  discusses  the  contributions  of  this  research  to  the  literature  and  policy 
practitioners  before  outlining  several  possibilities  for  future  research.  This  project  also  has  an 
extensive  appendix  which  includes  a  code  book  and  a  spreadsheet  of  relevant  data.  
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Literature  Review 
 This  section  will  contextualize  this  thesis  within  the  current  literature  on  innovation 
within  charter  schools,  and  the  implications  for  students.  The  section  goes  on  to  explore  the 
relationship  between  regulation  of  charter  schools  and  innovation,  before  surveying  the 
literature  to  establish  a  definition  of  innovation.  It  will  also  consider  the  role  of  CMOs  in  the 
charter  sector.  
Central  to  Charters:  Seeking  Innovation 
 Much  of  the  conversation  around  the  promise  of  charter  schools  and  charter  policy 
hinges  on  the  idea  that  charter  schools  will  promote  innovation.  Policymakers  consider 
innovation  within  education  to  be  a  desirable  goal  that  may  improve  student  outcomes.  The  link 
between  charter  schools  and  innovation  features  prominently  in  official  government  policies.  A 
United  States  Department  of  Education  report  claims  that,  “the  promise  charter  schools  hold 
for  public  school  innovation  and  reform  lies  in  an  unprecedented  combination  of  freedom  and 
accountability”  (United  States  Department  of  Education  2004).  This  same  report  posits  that 
charter  schools  will  “provide  students  stronger  learning  programs  than  local  alternatives,  but 
will  also  stimulate  improvement  of  the  existing  public  education  system.”  (ibid.).  In  this  official 
report,  charter  schools  are  linked  to  higher  student  outcomes,  improved  traditional  public 
schools,  and  innovation.  More  recently,  Secretary  of  Education,  Betsy  DeVos  expanded  funding 
opportunities  for  charter  schools  citing  that  ,  "Access  to  high-quality,  innovative  education 
options  is  fundamental  to  the  long-term  success  of  not  only  students  but  also  entire 
communities”  (United  States  Department  of  Education  2019 ).  The  Department  of  Education  and 
its  representatives  continue  to  link  charter  schools,  innovation,  and  positive  student  outcomes, 
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while  advocating  for  the  expansion  of  charter  schools.  Going  beyond  this  national  level  report, 
75%  of  state  charter  laws  explicitly  list  innovation  as  a  policy  goal  for  introducing  charters.  This 
makes  innovation  a  more  common  goal  than  student  achievement  (Lubienski  2004  p.  79).  While 
innovation  is  certainly  a  goal  of  charter  schools,  this  thesis  seeks  only  to  understand  the  extent 
to  which  it  exists  around  the  2011  legislative  change,  and  will  not  define  innovation  as  an 
inherently  positive  or  negative  outcome.  
The  idea  that  charters  promote  innovation  pervades  the  general  population  as  well. 
Despite  market-based  logic  typically  stemming  from  voices  that  lean  more  conservatively  on  the 
political  spectrum,  this  support  is  not  isolated  to  one  party  identity  because  “substantial, 
bipartisan,  and  consistent  consensus  presumes  that  structural  changes  –  the  decentralization 
and  deregulation  manifested  in  charter  school  reform  –  have  the  potential  to  induce  innovation 
in  educational  practices”  (Lubienski  2004  p.  80).  There  is  broad  public  belief  that  charters 
promote  innovation  and  can  improve  student  outcomes.  This  belief  follows  from  theoretical 
perspectives  around  market  forces  like  those  of  Milton  Friedman,  and  not  always  from  rigorous 
studies.  When  scrutinized  under  the  current  literature,  some  of  these  assumptions  are  tested. 
An  examination  of  the  literature  firstly  on  the  relationship  between  charters  and  innovation, 
and  secondly  on  innovation  and  student  outcomes,  will  test  these  assumptions. 
In  investigations  of  the  relationship  between  innovation  and  student  outcomes,  Berends, 
Goldring,  Stein,  &  Cravens  (2010),  find  a  negative  correlation  between  innovative  practices  and 
student  math  achievement.  This  study  aims  to  open  the  ‘black  box’  of  charter  schools,  and  look 
beyond  the  standard  traditional  public  school   to  charter  school  comparison.  Additionally,  this 
study  examines  particular  aspects  of  innovation,  and  only  examined  schools  in  Indiana, 
Smith  10 
Minnesota,  and  Idaho.  This  study  has  limitations  in  terms  of  generalizability  to  the  national 
charter  sector  and  its  potential  for  educational  innovation. 
Innovation  is  not  inherently  successful  and  does  not  always  yield  positive  results  for 
students.  Rather,  some  types  of  innovation  can  have  positive  results.  It  is  clear  that,  “innovation 
should  be  seen  as  the  means  to  other  goals  rather  than  as  an  end  itself”  (Lubienski  2004  p.  78). 
Innovation  can  take  many  forms,  and  aims  at  outcomes  not  typically  measured  by  educational 
research.  For  example,  an  arts-based  curriculum  might  not  improve  test  scores,  but  may  have 
serious  intangible  benefits  for  students.  Simultaneously,  some  innovations  are  not  good.  For 
example,  both  North  Carolina  virtual  charter  schools  have  been  given  ‘consistently  low 
performing  school’  status  (Keung  Hui  2018).  These  virtual  charter  schools  are  deemed 
innovative,  but  have  proven  not  to  be  good  for  student  academic  outcomes.  
There  is  no  consensus  around  the  relationship  between  charter  schools  and  innovation. 
Many  claim  that  charters  fail  to  promote  innovation,  or  even  discourage  it  (Berends  et  al,  2010; 
Horn  &  Miron  1999;  Lubienski  2003;  Lubienski  2004),  while  others  see  charter  policies  as  key 
levers  in  promoting  innovation  (United  Stated  Department  of  Education  2004;  Smith  2005). 
Given  this  tension,  it  seems  that  charters  may  not  inherently  promote  innovation  or  discourage 
it;  rather  certain  factors  around  charter  policies  lead  to  different  outcomes. 
Regulation  and  Innovation 
As  mentioned  above,  charter  schools  aim  to  increase  innovation  in  the  public  education 
system.  This  aim  comes  largely  from  the  belief  that  deregulation  allows  for  the  increased 
freedom  to  innovate.  All  this  stems  from  the  larger  logic  of  market  forces  providing  the  ideal 
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results.  Given  this  tension,  a  broad  review  of  the  relevant  literature  around  regulation  and 
charter  schools  is  in  order. 
In  a  study  of  all  charter  schools  in  the  United  States  opened  until  2005,  Renzulli  et  al. 
(2015),  finds  that  innovation  and  regulation  may  be  inversely  correlated.  This  study  examined 
specialization  in  charter  mission  statements  as  a  proxy  for  innovation.  In  this  way,  they 
separated  charter  schools  into  innovative  or  generalist  schools.  Once  separated,  they 
considered  the  data.  One  of  their  findings  indicates  that,  “States  with  more  permissive  charter 
school  laws  are  those  that  also  tend  to  have  a  great  proportion  of  charter  schools  with 
generalist  missions''  (Renzuli  et  al.  2015). 
The  logic  of  charters  as  tools  to  promote  innovation  requires  further  examination. 
Echoing  Renzulli  et  al.,  Lubienski  (2003),  suggests  that,  “ Although  reformers  assume  that 
competition  and  choice  necessarily  lead  to  innovations  within  schools,  a  more  complex 
examination  of  competitive  institutional  environments  suggests  that  mechanisms  employed  by 
reformers  may  actually  undercut  their  intended  purposes.”  The  market  forces  that  justify 
charter  schools  may  not  promote  any  kind  of  innovation,  and  instead  discourage  it. 
Additionally,  Preston  et  al.  (2011),  find  that  overall  charters  fail  to  deliver  the  innovation 
they  promise.  They  contribute  to  the  literature  by  finding  a  strong  correlation  between 
free-and-reduced  price  lunch  and  innovation,  as  well  as  parental  involvement  and  innovation. 
This  paper  suggests  that  the  high  level  of  academic  accountability  may  serve  to  homogenize 
charter  schools,  and  discourage  innovation.  They  posit  that  even  charters  that  start  out  as 
innovative  will  become  less  innovative  over  time  due  to  the  stress  of  accountability.  In  this  case, 
more  regulation  in  the  form  of  strict  accountability  leads  to  less  innovation. 
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Defining  Innovation 
 The  literature  around  innovation  in  charters  presents  complex  challenges.  Among  these, 
innovation  escapes  a  single  measurable  characteristic  and  is  not  unanimously  defined.  This 
section  will  survey  different  definitions  and  measures  of  innovation  within  charter  school 
literature.  It  concludes  by  explaining  the  definition  this  thesis  uses  for  innovation,  which  focuses 
on  student-facing  specialization. 
Lubienski  (2003)  lays  out  four  possible  definitions  of  innovation.  The  first  is  that 
“practices  are  innovative  if  they  appear  so  in  a  local  context.”  This  definition  takes  local  context 
into  consideration.  The  next  is  “innovation  does  not  have  to  emerge  in  the  form  of  a  singular  or 
distinctly  new  invented  practice  but  may  involve  the  continuation  of  preexisting  practices  in 
support  of  a  coherent  philosophy.”  The  third  definition  considers  the  possibility  that 
“diversification  is  itself  an  innovation.”  This  definition  follows  from  the  charter  logic  that  school 
choice  is  inherently  innovative.  Finally,  it  is  possible  that,  “charter  schools  themselves  are  an 
innovation  in  governance.”   This  supposition  finds  its  base  in  the  increased  flexibility  around 
school  regulation  that  charter  schools  enjoy.  This  freedom  is  inherently  innovative.  In  a  chapter 
he  wrote  for  Taking  Account  of  Charter  Schools,  Lubienski  also  generates  a  large  bank  of 
innovative  practices  based  on  accounts  by  researchers  and/or  charter  schools  themselves 
(Lubienski  2004  p.  82). 
Different  papers  on  charters  use  divergent  definitions  for  innovation.  Preston  et  al., 
(2011),  contends  that  charter  schools  that  use  different  practices  from  the  local  school  district 
are  innovative.  This  definition  echoes  Lubienski’s  first  definition  of  innovation  as  what  appears 
innovative  in  a  given  context.  Additionally  Preston  et  al’s  paper  breaks  innovation  into  4 
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categories;  academic  support  services  (voluntary  tutoring,  summer  school,  language  immersion 
program,  distance  learning  program,  internships);  staffing  policies  (merit  pay,  tenure,  shortage 
fields  pay);  organizational  structures  (looping,  block  scheduling,  year  round  schedule,  houses, 
mixed  age  grouping,  and  houses);  and  governance  (teachers  have  influence  on  new  staff  hiring, 
parents  have  influence  on  new  staff  hiring)  (2011).  
 In  an  extensive  project  on  Michigan’s  charter  sector,  Horn  &  Miron  (1999),  noted  that 
“there  are  numerous  operational  definitions  of  ‘innovation,’  and  it  is  clear  that  there  is  a  need 
to  establish  a  definition  that  is  credible.”  They  choose  to  consider  “innovations  to  be  something 
new  and  different  that  is  introduced”  (ibid.).  They  describe  some  features  they  considered 
innovative  such  as  a  curricular  focus,  dual  enrollment  programs,  Montessori,  and  many  others. 
Renzulli  et  al.,  also  weighs  in  on  defining  innovation  (2015).  They  use  the  specialization  in 
mission  statements  as  a  functional  definition  of  innovation.  This  definition  flows  from  the  idea 
that  traditional  public  schools  serve  generalist  purposes,  and  a  departure  from  that  general 
mission  constitutes  innovation.  In  this  paper,  specialist  missions  describe  a  curricular  focus,  a 
thematic  focus,  or  a  specific  target  student  population. 
More  recently,  the  National  Association  of  Charter  Schools  partnered  with  Public  Impact, 
Educational  Consultants  to  conduct  an  in-depth  study  of  charter  school  applications  nationwide 
from  2013-2017  (National  Association  of  Charter  School  Authorizers  2019).  For  this  study,  a 
team  of  researchers  read  and  coded  around  3,000  applications  to  open  charter  schools  over  50 
domains.  This  study  does  not  discuss  innovation,  but  instead  categorizes  the  approaches  of 
school.  They  build  an  understanding  of  trends  around  particular  models  for  schools,  and  their 
approval  rates.  For  example,  “No  Excuses”  style  schools  decreased  in  popularity  from 
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2013-2017,  and  charter  school  authorizers  rarely  approved  applications  for  single  sex  schools 
(ibid.).  Despite  not  specifically  discussing  innovation,  this  research  provides  an  important 
methodological  backing  for  the  approach  of  this  thesis.  
In  defining  innovation,  the  existing  literature  uses  several  different  functional  definitions, 
and  many  different  measures.  Despite  the  diversity,  there  is  strong  precedent  in  the  literature  to 
use  specialization  as  a  proxy  for  innovation.  In  terms  of  measuring  specialization,  studies  tend  to 
depend  on  reports  from  charter  schools  themselves  or  public  facing  documents  relating  to  a 
particular  school.  These  measures  vary  from  surveys  to  analysis  of  charter  school  mission 
statements.  Within  the  North  Carolina  context,  charter  school  applications  provide  a  deep 
description  of  many  planned  aspects  of  schools.  They  bring  together  charter  school  applicants 
describing  their  approaches  in-depth  with  the  benefits  examining  public  facing  documents. 
These  documents  provide  sufficient  information  around  charter  schools’  approach  to  education 
to  code  for  specialization. 
Market  Behavior  and  CMOs 
Beyond  trying  to  understand  innovation  in  instructional  methods,  this  study  also 
examines  several  other  dimensions.  One  key  dimension  is  charter  management  organizations, 
which  are  external  organizations  that  manage  multiple  school  locations.   Farrell  et  al.  attempts 
to  categorize  and  measure  the  expansion  strategies  of  CMOs  (2014).  This  study  surveyed  25 
major  CMOs  across  the  nation,  including  interviews  with  organizational  leadership  and  analysis 
of  relevant  documents  such  as  budgets  or  strategic  plans.  They  found  that  CMOs  considered  the 
policy  environment  of  different  states  as  a  significant  factor  in  expansion  plans.   In  interviews 
with  CMO  leaders,  many  specifically  cited  charter  caps  as  reasons  to  expand  or  not  expand  to 
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states  (Farrell  et  al.  2014).  This  thesis  will  investigate  if  CMOs  respond  directly  to  the  removal  of 
charter  caps  in  a  particular  context,  building  on  those  existing  findings.  
In  addition,  to  understand  expansion  strategies,  Farrell  et  al.  consider  market-based 
behavior  in  the  charter  sector  (2014).  They  cite  various  pieces  of  literature  published  in 
business-oriented  journals,  and  include  extensive  discussion  of  CMOs  as  business  entities.   This 
paper  considers  CMOs  as  market  actors,  and  takes  into  account  questions  that  face  businesses 
in  expanding  such  as  human  capital  needs  and  seed  funding.  These  decisions  come  to  CMOs 
that  the  authors  defined  as  premeditated  growth  strategies  which  are   “characterized  as 
planning  and  management  activities  that  were  thought  through  in  advance  of  growth,  clearly 
delineated,  and  also  incorporated  a  long-range  vision  based  upon  defined  growth  objectives” 
(Farrell  et  al.  2014  p.  87).  In  this  type  of  growth  strategy,  much  of  the  process  comes  down  to 
money  and  market  forces.  In  a  poignant  example,  one  CMO  with  a  strong  presence  in  California 
discussed  plans  to  expand  to  New  York,  since  per  pupil  budget  allocations  were  deemed  high 
($13,500  vs.  less  than  $6,000  in  California  at  the  time  of  the  study),  and  New  York  City  helped 
charter  schools  acquire  free  or  low  cost  facilities  (Farrell  et  al.  2014  p.  86).  This  type  of  growth 
fits  solidly  into  what  this  thesis’  understanding  of  opportunistic  expansion  strategies.  It  takes 
into  account  the  difference  between  charters  that  arise  out  of  local  communities  looking  at 
themselves,  and  charters  that  come  from  a  market  opportunity  to  open  a  successful  school 
from  some  sort  of  premeditated  planning  process.  By  looking  at  several  coded  features,  this 
thesis  will  consider  the  extent  to  which  applicants  employ  strategic  expansion  before  and  after 
the  removal  of  the  charter  cap. 
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CMOs  may  behave  differently  than  non-CMO  schools,  given  their  dependencies  on 
market  opportunities  and  external  funding.  Some  CMOs  may  choose  a  financially  or  market 
optimal  outcome  over  a  student-oriented  outcome.  In  one  relevant  example,  Thomas  Toch,  a 
lecturer  at  the  Harvard  Graduate  School  of  Education,  explains  that,  “to  help  manage  their 
finances,  many  CMOs  have  limited  programs  in  art,  music,  athletics,  and  foreign  languages” 
(Toch  2009).  CMOs  sometimes  limit  activities  that  may  benefit  students  due  to  financial 
struggles.  While  this  is  likely  the  case  for  many  different  types  of  schools,  this  thesis  will 
consider  the  diversity  and  specialization  of  CMO  applicants  compared  to  non-CMO  applicants. 
This  will  help  to  shed  light  on  some  of  the  priorities  of  different  types  of  schools. 
Contribution 
 The  literature  around  charter  schools  and  innovation  still  has  serious  gaps.  While 
scholars  agree  that  charter  schools  aim  at  innovation,  many  also  point  out  that  charter  policies 
have  failed  to  achieve  this  goal.  Some  papers  acknowledge  the  link  between  charter  school 
policies  and  innovation,  but  fail  to  define  specific  relationships.  Renzulli  et  al.  uses  composite 
scores  from  the  Center  for  Educational  Reform  to  measure  regulation  (2015).  This  score,  while 
helpful,  does  not  isolate  specific  types  of  policies.  This  thesis  investigates  the  impact  of  one 
specific  type  of  regulation  on  innovation.  Additionally,  this  thesis  builds  on  former  research  by 
investigating  a  specific  time  and  place.  So  far,  no  research  has  been  published  on  the  impact  of 
the  2011  charter  cap  removal  in  North  Carolina.  This  scope  allows  for  a  meaningful  in-depth 
study.  This  thesis  will  serve  to  further  investigation  into  the  impact  of  specific  policies  on 
innovation  in  the  North  Carolina  context.  
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Methods 
This  section  addresses  the  methodology  for  this  thesis  project.  It  begins  by  addressing 
the  data  collection  process  before  going  on  to  describe  the  charter  application  coding  process. 
Describes  and  justifies  the  use  of  interrupted  time  series  analysis  to  test  the  hypothesis.  It 
concludes  by  addressing  case  selection  and  limitations. 
Data 
The  data  for  this  thesis  will  be  North  Carolina  charter  application  documents.  The 
applications  describe  many  features  of  a  proposed  charter  school,  but  this  thesis  will  specifically 
analyze  the  “Description  of  Targeted  Population,”  “Mission,  Purpose,  Educational  Focus,”  and 
“Educational  Plan”  sections.  In  addition,  features  including  application  success,  conversion,  and 
CMO  affiliation  will  be  noted  for  each  application.  These  applications  from  2012  to  the  present 
are  available  publicly  on  the  website  for  the  North  Carolina  Department  of  Public  Instruction. 
Applications  prior  to  2012  are  available  via  public  records  requests.  In  order  to  operationalize 
this  data,  the  researcher  has  developed  a  coding  system  following  from  previous  research.  This 
coding  will  convert  the  applications  into  operationalized  data. 
Coding  System 
The  features  are  informed  based  on  the  broad  literature  around  innovation  in  schools 
(Horn  &  Miron  1999,  Lubienski  2003,  National  Association  of  Charter  School  Authorizers  2019, 
Preston  et  al.  2011,  Renzulli  et  al.  2015)   This  coding  system  will  code  along  two  broad 
categories.  Firstly,  it  will  measure  the  instructional  approach  of  the  applicant.  Secondly,  it  will 
note  the  type  of  applicant.  The  coding  system  educational  approach  breaks  specialization  down 
into  4  categories  summarized  as  follows: 
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Instructional  Approach :  These  features  relate  to  the  pedagogical  approach  of  the  school,  or 
how  instructors  deliver  material  to  students.  In  order  to  be  coded,  a  feature  must  be  at  the  core 
of  the  school’s  existence,  and  all,  or  the  vast  majority  of  instruction  should  be  informed  by  that 
feature.  Inquiry  based  learning  in  one  senior  year  course  is  not  enough  to  code  for  inquiry 
based.  
  
Curricular  Focus :  This  feature  covers  schools  that  focus  on  a  unique  content  area  throughout 
their  curriculum.  In  order  to  be  coded,  a  curricular  focus  must  be  woven  throughout  the  entire 
curriculum,  and  go  far  above  and  beyond  what  is  found  in  a  traditional  school.  Language  classes 
are  not  enough,  but  immersion  or  dual  language  programs  are.  
  
Other  Features :  This  set  of  features  catches  unique  practices  within  schools.  To  code  other 
features,  an  application  must  clearly  explain  how  they  plan  to  implement  the  feature. 
Mentioning  accelerated  learning  as  part  of  a  long  list  of  practices  will  not  suffice.  Instead,  the 
application  must  explain  how  the  vast  majority  of  students  will  be  systematically  pushed 
beyond  the  typical  level  for  their  age. 
  
Target  student  population :  Mentioning  wanting  to  “close  the  achievement  gap”  or  serve 
“at-risk”  students  is  not  enough  for  this  feature.  Schools  must  take  steps  to  actively  recruit  or 
serve  these  student  populations.  
Innovation  can  be  elusive  to  define.  In  keeping  with  the  definition  of  innovation  from  the 
literature  review,  specialization  can  be  quantified  using  a  specialization  index.  For  this  index, 
each  of  the  4  categories  above  will  be  assigned  a  1  for  present  or  a  0  for  absent.  These  values 
will  then  be  summed  to  create  a  single  descriptive  value.  For  example,  a  school  that  has  an 
instructional  approach,  curricular  focus,  other  features,  and  target  student  population  has  a 
specialization  index  value  of  4.  
In  order  to  ensure  that  no  schools  were  missed,  the  researcher  cross  referenced  a  list 
provided  by  the  Department  of  Public  Instruction  of  revoked  charters,  with  a  master  list  of 
currently  open  charter  schools.  These  lists  will  allow  for  the  formation  of  a  master  list  of  all 
charters  approved  in  North  Carolina. 
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In  addition  to  the  specialization  focused  features,  other  data  including  grade  levels 
served,  target  number  of  students,  application  year,  approval  status,  reapplication  status, 
conversion,  and  LEA  location  will  be  coded.  This  study  does  not  exhaust  the  important  features 
of  charter  schools;  rather  it  seeks  to  examine  a  collection  of  interesting  data  points  to  begin 
building  a  full  understanding  of  the  impact  of  removing  the  100-school  cap  on  the  larger  charter 
market  in  North  Carolina.  An  extensive  description  of  the  coding  system  including  criteria  and 
examples  for  each  feature  can  be  found  in  the  appendix. 
Analysis  Model:  Interrupted  Time  Series 
As  discussed  in  the  prior  sections,  this  thesis  seeks  to  explain  the  impact  of  a  particular 
2011  law  on  the  charter  sector.  As  such,  an  interrupted  time  series  methodology  will  effectively 
capture  the  impact  of  this  particular  legislative  change.  This  change  represents  a  serious 
moment  of  deregulation  in  the  charter  sector.  In  the  years  preceding  the  removal  of  the  charter 
cap,  only  a  few  spaces  existed  for  charters  to  potentially  be  approved.  This  led  to  a  far  more 
competitive  application  process  that  came  from  increased  regulation.  After  the  cap  was 
removed,  this  constraint  was  removed,  resulting  in  a  less  competitive  application  process  and 
less  regulation. 
Interrupted  time  series  seek  to  examine  a  phenomenon  before  and  after  an 
intervention,  using  a  quasi-experimental  design.  In  this  case,  the  2011  legislative  change  is  an 
intervention  in  the  charter  application  patterns.  This  methodology  fits  this  particular  situation 
given  that,  “the  widest  use  of  this  method  has  clearly  been  in  the  area  of  legal  impact 
assessment”  ( McDowall  et  al.  1980  p.  3).  Fundamentally,  this  thesis  examines  the  impact  of  a 
legal  change.  Within  the  literature  on  interrupted  time  series,  there  are  three  outcomes  to 
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examine.  The  first  is  the  null  hypothesis.  In  this  case,  there  is  no  meaningful  change  around  the 
intervention.  The  other  two  dimensions  are  duration  and  onset.  Onset  can  either  be  abrupt  or 
gradual.  Duration  can  be  permanent  or  temporary.  Visualizations  for  the  4  possible 
combinations  that  are  not  the  null  hypothesis  are  below  ( McDowall  et  al .  1980  p.  68).  Each  of 
these  patterns  have  implications  for  the  strength  of  correlation,  and  can  inform  expected 
patterns  for  future  research.  
 
This  analysis  will  consider  the  concentration  of  certain  types  of  schools  within  the  pool  of  all 
approved  charters  for  a  given  year.  Because  of  the  limited  number  of  applications  in  the 
pre-2011  pool,  concentrations  form  the  most  effective  form  for  comparison.  This  study 
examines  applications  from  2010-2013.  As  such,  further  research  will  be  required  to  understand 
if  the  change  is  permanent  or  temporary,  but  this  study  will  be  able  to  explain  if  the  onset  is 
abrupt  or  gradual. 
Case  Selection 
The  unit  of  analysis  for  this  project  is  North  Carolina  in  the  years  2010-2013.  This  was 
selected  out  of  convenience.  The  Department  of  Public  Instruction  was  able  to  provide 
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successful  and  unsuccessful  applications  going  back  until  2007,  but  this  study  will  stop  in  2010. 
Going  back  further  broader  changes  in  the  educational  landscape,  and  a  small  number  of 
applicants  are  likely  confounding  factors  to  understanding  the  impact  of  a  2011  policy.  
Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
#  of  Applicants 6 0 3 15 0 77 70 
 
As  for  the  post-2011  sample,  only  two  applications  cycles  are  included.  More  data  is 
always  better,  but  reading  charter  school  applications  is  a  time  intensive  process  and  falls 
beyond  the  manageable  scope  for  this  study.  This  sample  contains  enough  data  on  either  side  of 
2011  to  establish  and  measure  trends. 
This  sample  is  also  convenient  due  to  proximity.  The  researcher  worked  at  the 
Department  of  Public  Instruction,  and  maintains  contact  with  several  departmental  employees. 
Furthermore,  UNC-Chapel  Hill  is  located  in  North  Carolina,  the  state  that  this  project  studies. 
These  locations  and  connections  are  expedient  for  data  collection.  According  to  the  GAO  report, 
convenience  is  an  acceptable  justification  for  case  selections  (Case  Study  Evaluations  1990). 
This  is  a  program  effects  style  investigation.  Following  the  logic  of  the  GAO  report,  it  seeks  to 
“determine  impact  and  give  strong  inference  about  reasons  for  effects”  (ibid.).  Because  this 
thesis  examines  the  specific  link  between  a  program  change,  the  removal  of  the  cap,  and  effects 
of  that  removal,  this  thesis  examines  the  impact  of  a  particular  program.  This  type  of  case  study 
faces  the  major  limitation  of  generalizability.  When  the  observed  cases  are  diverse,  the  findings 
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of  this  study  may  not  be  entirely  generalizable.  In  this  particular  case,  these  findings  may  be 
generalizable  only  to  states  with  similar  charter  sectors  to  North  Carolina. 
Methodological  Limitations 
 One  potential  limitation  stems  from  the  nature  of  the  100  school  cap.  In  the  pre-2011 
condition,  relatively  few  entities  applied  to  open  charters.  The  findings  section  discusses  the 
reasons  for  this,  but  the  limited  number  of  applications  impact  the  strength  of  this  study.  The 
small  number  of  applications,  and  specifically  0  applications  in  2011  push  the  study  to  use  2010, 
a  further  year,  as  a  baseline  comparison.  This  ultimately  complicates  the  strength  of 
understanding  the  pre-2011  applications  can  provide.  In  an  ideal  world,  there  would  be  more 
applications  in  2011  to  examine.  Because  of  this  reality,  this  study  generally  uses  concentrations 
of  certain  features,  rather  than  total  numbers  of  applicants  with  particular  features.  Further,  the 
depressed  application  rate  is  a  feature  of  the  pre-2011  policies  that  severely  disincentivized 
applying  for  a  charter.  Finally,  the  15  applications  from  2010  do  provide  the  most  helpful 
understanding  possible.  
 Another  limitation  lies  in  the  level  of  representation  of  the  NC  charter  sector.  Many 
states  now  have  charter  schools,  and  most  states  have  slightly  different  laws  regarding 
standards,  application  process,  and  level  of  autonomy,  among  other  differences.  There  is  a 
legitimate  possibility  that  the  findings  of  this  research  will  not  generalize  to  all  states.  For 
example,  North  Carolina  only  has  one  charter  authorizing  body,  the  North  Carolina  Charter 
School  Advisory  Board,  while  in  New  York,  school  districts  and  the  State  University  of  New  York 
can  authorize  schools  (Allen  et  al.  2018).  While  this  research  may  not  generalize  to  all  states,  it 
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will  likely  generalize  to  states  with  similar  charter  sectors,  which,  among  the  44  states  with 
charter  laws,  there  are  several. 
 Additionally,  charter  schools  do  not  always  hold  true  to  their  initial  plans.  Horn  &  Miron 
(1999),  found  that,  “while  many  innovative  and  unique  ideas  were  highlighted  in  school  plans,  [] 
many  schools  were  not  able  to  develop  and  implement  these  ideas.”  Often,  the  task  of 
managing  a  successful  innovative  school  presents  challenges  that  lead  schools  to  revert  simpler 
approaches.  Some  schools  in  North  Carolina  will  likely  not  have  held  true  to  their  initial  plans  as 
outlined  in  their  applications.  Because  of  this  reality,  the  data  generated  will  only  categorize 
applications,  and  not  schools.  Further  research  is  needed  to  fully  understand  schools.  Even  so, 
applications  represent  an  acceptable  understanding  of  schools’  plans.  Given  that  this  study 
compares  applications  to  other  applications,  it  captures,  at  the  very  least,  the  aspirations  of 
schools  during  this  time  period. 
 One  final  limitation  lies  in  the  coding  process.  As  discussed  in  the  literature  review, 
measuring  innovation  presents  many  challenges.  Starting  with  the  many  definitions  of 
innovation  within  the  charter  sector,  and  continuing  to  specific  measuring  issues,  any  system 
that  attempts  to  gauge  innovation  will  be  at  least  slightly  imperfect.  Despite  these  issues,  the 
coding  system  described  is  the  product  of  extensive  consultation  with  the  broad  literature  on 
innovation  in  the  charter  sector.   As  such,  it  can  reasonably  be  considered  as  a  measure  of  these 
applications. 
 Going  beyond  the  basic  rules  of  this  coding  process,  there  is  an  issue  around  the  validity 
of  a  single  individual  undertaking  all  the  coding.  Previous  studies  have  had  multiple  coders  for 
each  school,  then  brought  coders  together  to  discuss  and  reconcile  any  disagreements  (Renzulli 
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et  al.  2015,  National  Association  of  Charter  School  Authorizers  2019).  While  the  investigator 
hoped  to  externally  validate  their  coding,  this  was  not  possible  due  to  lack  of  resources.  In  order 
to  mitigate  this  concern,  the  coded  data  set,  along  with  quotations  from  charter  applications  for 
justification  will  be  made  publicly  available  for  review  and  critique. 
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  Findings 
 
This  section  will  examine  the  outcomes  of  the  investigation.  It  will  utilize  the  available  data 
to  work  towards  understanding  the  impact  of  the  cap  removal  on  the  North  Carolina  charter 
school  sector.  By  considering  the  approaches,  affiliations,  and  types  of  entities  applying  to  open 
charter  schools,  and  comparing  them  before  and  after  the  cap  removal,  this  thesis  reaches 
important  understandings  about  the  policy  change.  Specifically,  this  section  revisits  the  research 
questions  from  the  introduction  around  the  number  of  applicants,  approval  rates,  types  of 
applicants,  and  specialization  in  light  of  the  data.  It  will  address  the  quantitative  results,  before 
providing  an  analysis  of  the  results. 
Results 
Finding  #1 :  Removing  the  charter  cap  resulted  in  an  increased  number  of  applicants  and 
increased  approval  rate.  
Following  the  removal  of  the  100-school  cap,  barriers  to  apply  for  a  charter  significantly 
decreased.  For  years  a  holding  pattern  in  which  the  state  could  only  approve  as  many  charter 
schools  as  had  closed  the  previous  year  came  to  an  end.  This  change  was  abrupt. 
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Finding  #2 :  CMOs  account  for  a  greater  portion  of  the  total  applications  after  2011.  
In  the  pre-2010  sample,  the  number  of  CMOs  constitute  a  significantly  smaller 
proportion  of  the  sample  at  only  7%.  Many  of  these  CMOs  are  based  outside  of  North  Carolina, 
such  as  Charter  Schools  USA  in  Florida  and  The  Romine  Group  in  Michigan.  These  CMOs  often 
filed  applications  to  open  several  charter  schools  across  the  state  within  the  year.  The  presence 
of  CMOs  increased  rapidly  following  2011,  and  steadily  into  2013.  
 
Finding  #2b:  Conversion  applications  were  more  prevalent  before  2011. 
In  North  Carolina,  existing  public  or  private  schools  may  apply  for  conversion  to  become 
charter  schools.  Almost  all  conversion  applicants  were  private,  and  generally  apply  either  as 
financially  struggling  private  schools,  or  schools  that  wish  to  make  their  educational  models 
more  financially  accessible  to  students  from  lower  socio-economic  statuses.  While  the  absolute 
number  of  conversion  applications  has  minimal  variation  around  2011,  the  concentration  of 
schools  applying  to  convert  to  charter  schools  decreases  after  2011.  
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Finding  #2c:  After  2011,  a  greater  number  of  applicants  filed  to  open  after  having  been  rejected 
in  previous  years.  
Before  2011,  the  phenomena  of  a  rejected  applicant  reapplying  in  following  years  did 
not  exist.  In  a  sharp  uptick,  entities  began  reapplying  year  after  year  to  open  a  charter  school.  
 
Finding  #3:  Schools  in  the  post-2011  sample  are  more  specialized. 
Smith  28 
The  average  specialization  index  score  for  applicants  increased  after  2011.  As  described 
earlier,  the  specialization  index  is  calculated  based  on  whether  or  not  each  application  includes 
an  instructional  approach,  curricular  focus,  other  feature,  or  target  student  population.  Each 
application  is  given  1  for  a  present  feature,  and  0  for  the  absence  of  a  feature.  The  values  are 
then  summed  to  create  a  score  between  0  and  4,  with  0  being  the  least  specialized  and  4  being 
the  most.  Across  the  given  sample,  the  specialization  steadily  increases.  While  further  research 
would  be  required  to  understand  the  long-term  impacts,  the  change  in  specialization  around 
2011  is  significant.  
 
Finding  #4:  CMOs  applicants  had  less  diversity  in  instructional  approaches  across  the  entire 
sample.  
CMOs  applicants  were  more  likely  to  have  personalized  learning  as  an  instructional 
approach  than  non-CMO  applicants,  and  less  likely  to  have  any  other  instructional  approach  as 
compared  to  non-CMO  schools.  This  is  relevant  as  a  secondary  impact  of  CMO  prevalence 
increasing  after  2011.  
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Finding  #4b:  CMOs  applicants  were  less  specialized  than  non-CMO  applicants  across  the  sample.  
Again  using  the  specialization  index,  when  broken  out,  CMO  applicants  had  lower 
specialization  scores  than  non-CMO  applicants.  
 
Analysis  
Number  of  Applications  and  Approval  Rate 
As  expected,  the  number  of  applications  and  approvals  increased  greatly  following  2011. 
This  alone  is  a  major  change  in  the  North  Carolina  charter  sector,  with  a  great  number  of  new 
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schools  now  entering  the  market.  Given  the  jump  in  applications  and  approval  rates,  some 
combination  of  2  things  must  be  true:  Either  the  overall  quality  of  applicants  improved 
following  2011,  or  lower  quality  schools  were  approved  following  2011.  If  the  approval  rate  for 
post-2011  was  applied  in  2010,  6  schools  should  have  been  approved.  In  reality,  only  one 
application  was  approved  in  2010.  Given  the  available  information,  there  is  no  reason  to  believe 
that  the  applications  before  2011  are  of  overall  lower  quality,  and  certainly  not  so  much  lower 
as  to  justify  the  change  from  a  7%  approval  rate  to  a  39%  approval  rate.  Clearly,  applications  of 
lower  quality  were  approved  following  2011.  It  is  important  to  note  that  lower  quality  does  not 
mean  low  quality.  Schools  approved  after  2011  may  all  still  be  great  schools,  but  the  quality 
control  following  2011  in  the  application  process  is  weaker.  These  changes  come  as  a  direct 
result  of  removing  the  100  school  charter  cap  in  2011.  
Types  of  Applications 
Following  2011,  the  concentration  of  conversion  applications  decreased,  while  CMO 
affiliated  applications  and  reapplications  increased.  Beyond  understanding  the  basic  numbers, 
this  research  will  interpret  their  implications  for  the  North  Carolina  charter  sector. 
Conversion  applications  were  highly  prevalent  before  2011  constituting  more  than  half 
of  all  applications  in  2010.  This  change  is  largely  because  preparing  an  application  to  open  a 
charter  school  is  a  complex  process  that  consists  of  many  steps.  Specifically,  the  decreased 
barrier  for  entry  after  2011  led  this  change.  Prospective  applicants  must  meet  several  deadlines, 
assemble  a  board  of  directors,  research  CMOs,  define  the  goals  of  the  school,  provide  articles  of 
incorporation,  and  many  other  things.  Applicants  must  also  pay  the  $1000  application  fee.  The 
coordination  necessary  to  even  pull  together  an  application  at  all,  much  less  a  successful  one, 
Smith  31 
presents  many  challenges.  In  the  pre-2011  condition,  these  challenges  paired  with  the  expected 
low  approval  rate  explain  the  high  concentration  of  conversion  applications.  Existing  entities, 
like  those  associated  with  conversion  applications,  already  have  the  infrastructure  and  funding 
to  pull  together  a  charter  school  application.  They  do  not  need  to  define  a  new  school 
philosophy  of  education,  assemble  a  new  board,  incorporate  a  new  entity  in  North  Carolina,  or 
find  a  physical  location  to  use.  Because  of  the  relative  ease  of  applying  as  a  conversion  school, 
for  these  entities,  it  was  more  worth  the  investment  of  resources  to  apply  in  the  pre-2011 
period.  The  explosion  of  non-conversion  applications  in  the  post-2011  condition  supports  this 
explanation.  Applicants  believed  they  would  be  able  to  construct  an  application  with  a  real 
chance  of  being  approved,  and  as  such,  more  new  entities  entered  the  market.  
Similar  to  the  conversion  rates,  schools  following  2011  were  far  more  likely  to  reapply 
after  being  rejected  in  another  application  cycle.  The  background  infrastructure  of  these 
applications  typically  only  changed  minimally,  but  these  applicants  still  needed  to  pay  $1000  to 
reapply.  In  these  cases,  the  applicants  before  2011  may  have  chosen  not  to  reapply  because 
they  felt  that  the  odds  were  stacked  against  them.  Vying  for  just  a  few  spots  each  year  made  the 
application  process  far  more  competitive  before  2011.  However,  following  2011,  many  schools 
chose  to  reapply  after  being  rejected.  This  represents  an  important  shift  in  the  relationship 
between  applicants  and  the  approval  process.  In  the  pre-2011  applicant  pool,  entities  may  not 
have  reapplied  because  they  felt  that  the  barrier  for  entry  was  too  high.  Any  improvement  of 
their  application  would  not  have  been  enough  to  receive  approval  because  competition  for  one 
or  two  charters  was  too  great.  On  the  other  hand,  applicants  choosing  to  reapply  after  2011  saw 
the  possibility  that  improving  their  applications  could  lead  to  approval  if  they  addressed  flaws 
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from  their  initial  application.  They  saw  the  issue  as  their  application,  and  not  the  system  or 
process.  This  shift  increased  the  role  of  the  charter  authorizing  bodies  in  North  Carolina. 
Specifically,  the  process  to  apply  to  open  a  charter  school  became  potentially  iterative  for 
entities  with  enough  resources  to  reapply.  In  one  example,  Addie  C.  Morris  applied  in  5 
application  cycles  from  2012  through  2016.  While  this  particular  school  was  not  approved,  the 
applicant  received  feedback  after  each  cycle  as  to  why  they  had  not  received  approval,  and 
decided  to  continue  applying.  In  another  example,  Charlotte  Learning  Academy  was  denied  a 
charter  in  the  2012  application  cycle  before  reapplying  in  2013  and  being  approved.  This  new 
process  of  applying  multiple  times  allowed  for  the  Charter  School  Advisory  Board  and  State 
Board  of  Education  to  give  applicants  feedback  that  could  be  incorporated  into  future 
applications,  creating  an  iterative  process.  
On  another  note,  the  behavior  of  CMOs  must  be  examined  beyond  just  comprising  a 
greater  proportion  of  applications  following  2011.  Building  on  the  findings  of  Farrell  et  al.  that 
CMOs  consider  the  policy  environment  in  a  state  in  plans  to  expand,  this  research  suggests  that 
CMOs  also  monitor  policy  changes  in  states  and  choose  to  target  states  that  become  more  open 
to  charter  schools  (2014).  Following  2011,  many  CMOs  entered  the  North  Carolina  market  for 
the  first  time,  including  several  CMOs  based  in  other  states.  Many  of  these  CMOs  even  applied 
to  open  several  schools  within  a  single  year.  For  example,  one  CMO,  Charter  Schools  USA, 
applied  to  open  7  charter  schools  across  North  Carolina  in  2012  and  2013  alone.  Another 
network,  Invest  Collegiate,  applied  for  one  charter  in  2012  and  two  in  2013.  In  one  of  the  2013 
applications,  the  founders  of  Invest  Collegiate  claim  that,  “The  Invest  Collegiate  Board  Members 
began  working  on  Invest  Collegiate  Consortium,  Inc.  in  September  2011  with  the  strategic  plan 
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of  submitting  applications  for  and  opening  six  Invest  Collegiate  charter  schools  in  North  Carolina 
across  a  broad  regional  landscape”  (Invest  Collegiate  Application  2013  Iredell  Statesville).  In  this 
case,  the  Invest  Consortium  specifically  cites  2011  as  the  time  the  CMO  Board  decided  to 
consolidate  and  open  several  campuses.  In  a  similar  example,  a  network  called  TeamCFA  applied 
to  open  5  unique  schools  between  2012  and  2013.  As  of  the  Spring  of  2020,  TeamCFA  operates 
14  charter  schools  across  North  Carolina. 
In  this  case,  CMOs  are  leveraging  the  application  potential  in  the  post-2011  condition  to 
undergo  a  period  of  rapid  growth.  For  these  networks  and  CMOs,  there  is  an  incentive  to  orient 
towards  growth  in  the  post-2011  condition.   CMOs  may  target  states  with  more  permissive 
charter  policies,  but  more  permissive  charter  policies  may  also  lead  to  CMOs  choose  growth 
oriented  strategies.  There  is  a  direct  link  between  the  removal  of  the  cap,  and  CMOs  adopting 
strategies  for  expansion.  
The  entrance  of  CMOs  and  networks  into  the  market  would  seem,  especially  when 
reapplying  the  same  school  structure  and  educational  approach  within  a  geographic  area, 
comes  into  direct  conflict  with  the  legislated  purpose  of  charter  schools  to  “provide  parents  and 
students  with  expanded  choices  in  the  types  of  educational  opportunities  that  are  available 
within  the  public-school  system”  (N.C.  G.S.  §  115C-218).  Instead  of  serving  to  produce  new 
approaches  and  ideas,  the  increased  prevalence  of  multiple  schools  run  under  the  same  model 
either  by  replication,  networks,  or  CMOs,  runs  in  direct  opposition  to  this  goal.  This  reality  can 
be  easily  visualized  through  the  pronounced  concentration  of  CMO  applicants  that  use 
individualized  instruction,  and  do  not  use  other  educational  approaches.  
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At  the  intersection  of  a  lowered  barrier  for  entry  and  growth  strategies,  there  is  a  subset 
of  applicants  that  appear  to  have  no  affiliation  with  a  school  they  are  trying  to  replicate.  In  this 
instance,  the  applicant  avoids  much  of  the  difficult  work  of  building  an  in-depth  educational 
approach,  and  instead  copies  another  model.  CMOs  and  network  schools  do  not  fit  into  this 
category.  One  example  of  this  phenomena  is  Miracle  Academy  East  and  Miracle  Academy  West. 
These  two  applications,  both  to  open  schools  within  the  Charlotte  Mecklenburg  school  district, 
plan  to  replicate  the  model  used  by  StudentsFirst  Academy.  Both  Miracle  Academy  schools  were 
rejected.   A  result  of  the  2011  cap  removal  was  an  incentive  and  ability  to  replicate.  In  similar 
case  Summerfield  Charter  Academy  stated  the  following  in  their  application:  
We  applaud  the  General  Assembly  and  its  decision  to  lift  the  cap  on  charter  schools, 
providing  residents  such  as  ourselves  the  opportunity  to  be  responsive  to  community 
demands  and  establish  additional  public  school  choice  in  our  state.  Interest  in  that 
choice  is  nowhere  more  evident  than  here  in  this  area  of  Guilford  County,  where 
parental  demand  for  the  unique  aspects  of  Greensboro  Academy  and  other  area  public 
charter  schools  is  abundant.  We  believe,  given  our  experience  in  this  success,  that  we 
can  effectively  replicate  the  aspects  of  Greensboro  Academy  at  Summerfield  Charter 
Academy.  In  fact,  as  a  first  step  toward  that  replication,  we’ve  decided  to  closely  align 
the  tenets  of  our  mission  statement  with  that  of  Greensboro  Academy’s. 
- Summerfield  Charter  Academy 
In  this  case,  Summerfield  Charter  Academy  specifically  cites  the  NCGA  lifting  its  cap  as  a  reason 
for  applying.  The  founders  of  both  Miracle  Academy  and  Summerfield  Charter  Academy  are 
applying  to  replicate  schools  within  the  same  district  that  they  have  no  affiliation  with.  
Both  increased  CMO  activity  and  increased  replication,  serve  to  homogenize  the  charter 
sector.  These  two  types  of  applicants  increasingly  applied  after  2011,  and  adopted  strategies  for 
expansion  that  they  did  not  have  to  the  same  extent  before  2011.  Applicants  choosing  to 
replicate  a  model,  rather  than  inventing  a  new  model,  will  naturally  increase  the  homogeneity 
of  the  charter  sector.  Similarly,  CMOs  operating  several  different  schools  in  North  Carolina  with 
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the  same  educational  approach  and  philosophy  will  increase  the  homogeneity  of  the  charter 
sector.  
Specialization 
Specialization  of  applications  seems  to  increase  following  2011,  as  measured  by  the 
specialization  index,  which  takes  into  account  the  4  types  of  specialization  this  research 
discusses  (instructional,  curricular,  other,  and  target  population).  There  are  two  possible 
explanations  for  this  increase.  The  first  explanation  is  that  the  specialization  of  applicants 
steadily  increases  year  over  year  as  applicants  become  more  savvy  and  the  charters  sector 
becomes  more  developed.  The  second  possibility  is  that  removing  the  charter  cap  in  2011  led  to 
schools  with  more  specialized  instructional  approaches.  Given  the  existing  data,  the  second 
possibility  appears  more  likely.  From  2010  to  2012,  there  was  a  9.2%  increase  in  specialization, 
while  from  2012  to  2013,  there  was  only  a  3.4%  change.  The  jump  effect  from  2010  to  2012 
appears  to  indicate  a  larger  than  normal  increase.  With  that  being  said,  more  research  into  the 
years  following  2013  will  be  necessary  to  determine  if  there  is  a  direct  relationship  between 
removing  the  charter  cap  and  increase  specialization.  
This  increase  in  specialization  seems  to  contradict  the  finding  of  Renzulli  et  al.  that 
decreased  regulation  leads  to  decreased  innovation  in  the  charter  sector  (2015).  The  most  likely 
explanation,  however,  is  that  Renzulli  et  al.  consider  a  different  scope  with  a  different 
methodology.  The  coding  system  that  Renzilli  et  al.  used  only  took  into  account  mission 
statements,  and  created  one  simple  binary:  specialist  or  generalist.  This  thesis  used  a  broader 
measure  in  the  specialization  index  scale  that  likely  captured  innovation  in  a  different  way. 
Additionally,  Renzulli  et  al.  considered  composite  scores  for  regulation,  while  this  study 
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examines  a  particular  policy  change.  Ultimately,  this  study  found  that  deregulating  the  North 
Carolina  charter  sector  by  removing  the  100-charter  cap  led  to  an  increase  in  innovation 
defined  as  specialization.  
CMOs  and  Specialization 
Specialization  increased  in  the  general  pool,  but  CMOs  were  less  specialized  than 
non-CMO  applicants.  This,  taken  with  the  pronounced  increase  in  CMO  applicants  following 
2011,  suggests  that  there  may  have  been  a  more  pronounced  increase  in  specialization  among 
non-CMO  applicants  that  is  depressed  by  the  increase  in  CMO  applicants.  When  taken  without 
CMOs,  the  post-2011  sample  is  even  more  specialized.  Given  this,  the  increase  in  CMOs  should 
be  understood  as  an  impact  of  removing  that  charter  cap  that  mediated  the  increase  in 
specialization  among  applicants  following  2011.  Beyond  the  specialization  index,  CMOs  were 
significantly  more  likely  to  use  personalized  learning  and  less  likely  to  use  any  other 
instructional  approach  such  as  Montessori  or  blended  learning.  This  type  of  homogeneity  is  not 
captured  by  the  specialization  index,  as  most  CMOs  had  a  present  instructional  approach,  but  it 
still  represents  decreased  diversity  in  the  charter  sector  as  a  result  of  CMO  presence.  
Conclusion 
 This  thesis  found  that  the  100-charter  school  cap  in  North  Carolina  presented  a  high 
barrier  for  entry,  and  its  removal  likely  led  increased  specialization  overall,  while  also  making 
North  Carolina  an  attractive  site  for  CMO  expansion.  This  finding  has  tangible  implications  for 
how  practitioners  should  consider  regulation  of  the  charter  sector.  Different  levels  of  regulation 
lead  to  different  outcomes  in  the  charter  sector.  
Generalizability  and  Relevance 
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These  findings  stem  from  a  particular  situation  in  a  particular  policy  context,  but  may 
have  implications  for  broader  charter  school  policy.  During  the  2019-2020  session  of  the  North 
Carolina  General  Assembly  (NCGA),  several  Senators  introduced  SB247:  Charter  School 
Growth/Moratorium  on  Growth.  This  bill  would  have  formed  a  study  committee  to  investigate 
charter  schools  and  their  impacts.  It  would  also  have  prevented  the  State  Board  of  Education 
from  authorizing  any  more  charter  schools  upon  passage.  While  this  bill  died  in  the  Committee 
on  Rules  and  Operations  of  the  Senate,  the  debate  around  limiting  charter  school  still  certainly 
exists  in  Raleigh  (SB247  2019).  If  North  Carolina  were  to  impose  a  charter  cap  at  200  schools, 
the  application  pattern  would  likely  resemble  the  2010  application  patterns  discussed  in  this 
thesis.  Likewise,  as  long  as  North  Carolina  does  not  limit  the  number  of  charter  schools  in  the 
state,  the  application  pattern  will  continue  to  resemble  ones  from  2012  and  2013.  This  thesis 
provides  unique  and  actionable  insight  into  this  particular  case.  These  findings  will  not 
generalize  perfectly  to  other  types  of  charter  regulations  and  other  contexts.  However,  this 
study  can  be  used  to  inform  further  research  into  charter  school  policy  in  North  Carolina  and 
nationwide.  Once  charter  schools  begin  to  open  in  a  state,  the  debate  around  how  best  to 
regulate  the  charter  sector  begins.  States  must  constantly  make  decisions  around  regulating  the 
charter  sector.  This  thesis  has  two  key  significant  findings  for  public  policy: 
1.  Overly  high  barriers  for  opening  a  charter  school  may  decrease  the  specialization  of 
application.  
2.  Major  instances  of  deregulation  could  lead  actors,  such  as  CMOs,  to  pursue  expansion 
oriented  strategies. 
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These  two  findings  will  likely  generalize  into  other  charter  sectors  in  other  states.  While  they 
may  be  relevant,  practitioners  should  always  take  great  caution  in  generalizing  studies 
undertaken  on  unique  contexts  to  their  own  context.  This  thesis  will  not  make  specific  policy 
recommendations  because  it  does  not  define  observed  outcomes  positively  or  negatively. 
Expansion  of  CMOs  within  the  charter  sector  could  be  a  positive  or  negative  outcome  to 
different  policymakers. 
Future  Research 
 This  thesis  analyzed  many  features  around  the  2011  charter  cap  removal,  but  also  left 
many  dimensions  uninvestigated.  Within  this  space,  there  remains  significant  opportunity  for 
future  research.  This  section  discusses  directions  for  possible  future  research. 
 In  reading  through  many  charter  applications,  many  of  the  features  described  do  not  fit 
into  accountability  standards.  There  is  no  mechanism  to  ensure  that  a  school  promising 
experiential  education  in  its  application  actually  practices  experiential  education  after  approval. 
This  same  question  applies  to  various  features  of  the  application  including  location,  CMO 
affiliation,  and  enrollment  by  demographic.  A  future  research  study  should  ask,  how  well 
charter  schools  adhere  to  their  applications  in  practice? 
 A  persistent  question  for  charter  schools  has  been  their  impact  on  school  segregation. 
The  majority  of  this  literature  focuses  on  charter  schools  as  a  singular  entity.  Considering  the 
intersection  of  particular  types  of  charter  schools  and  school  segregation  presents  new  and 
relevant  opportunities.  For  example,  it  may  be  the  case  that,  while  the  North  Carolina  charter 
sector  is  representative  of  state  demographics  on  the  whole,  white  students  may  be  heavily 
over  represented  in  experiential  or  Montessori  programs.  A  study  of  this  intersection  could 
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consider  all  of  the  features  included  in  this  study  through  the  lens  of  various  demographic 
blocks. 
 This  study  examined  a  limited  set  of  features  from  applications.  A  future  study  with 
more  time  and  more  researchers  involved  should  consider  each  application  more  deeply. 
Specifically,  a  future  project  should  consider  the  following  for  each  application:  Board  members 
(background,  overlap  between  applications,  political  affiliation),  transportation  plan  (who  will 
be  able  to  physically  access  this  school?),  food  plan  (How  will  students  who  benefit  from  free 
and  reduced-price  lunch  fit  into  this  school?),  location  (urban/rural,  income  of  neighborhood, 
demographics  of  neighborhood,  proximity  to  other  schools),  incomplete  parts  of  applications 
(are  required  sections  of  the  application  omitted?).  
 Similarly,  due  to  resources  constraints,  this  study  only  examined  charter  schools  applying 
to  open  within  a  particular  time  bound.  A  future  study  could  provide  a  more  comprehensive 
picture  by  examining  practices  within  traditional  public  schools  within  the  same  geographic  area 
as  the  proposed  charter.  With  this,  comparing  new  charter  applications  to  the  full  existing  body 
of  charter  schools  would  benefit  overall  understanding  of  innovative  approaches.  There  may  be 
findings  that  present  themselves  when  comparing  applications  to  the  pool  of  existing  schools 
that  do  not  present  themselves  in  the  limited  sample  studied  in  this  thesis.  
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Appendix:  Code  Book 
Sections  for  Consideration: 
NC  Charter  School  applications  often  have  chaotic  organizational  structure.  In  general,  the 
sections  to  consider  include  the  cover  page;  “mission,  purpose,  and  educational  focus”  section; 
and  educational  plan. 
● The  cover  page  covers  the  district  and  sometimes  targets  student  population. 
● Mission,  purpose,  and  educational  focus  provides  a  general  overview  of  the  school. 
● The  Educational  Plan  dives  deeply  into  the  theory  behind  the  school,  as  well  as  specific 
student  facing  plans. 
Process: 
For  each  school,  the  coder  reads  sections  for  consideration,  noting  features  in  an  excel 
spreadsheet  while  they  read.  Each  noted  feature  will  be  accompanied  with  a  specific  citation 
from  the  text  of  the  application  to  justify  its  coding.  If  the  coder  comes  across  a  clear  example 
of  a  feature  that  is  not  included  in  the  lists  below,  mark  it  as  “other.”  Upon  completion,  the 
coding  spreadsheet  shall  be  made  publicly  available. 
Buzz  Words: 
Applications  seem  to  sometimes  throw  in  buzz  words  without  a  real  consideration  for  the 
feature.  Applications  must  include  either  an  in-depth  understanding  of  a  feature,  or  an 
explanation  for  their  implementation  plan. 
Example  for  not  coding :  The  school’s  emphasis  on  individualized,  collaborative,  experiential 
learning,  when  combined  with  high  standards  of  academic  rigor,  produces  a  pedagogy  that  can 
meet  the  needs  of  all  students  in  terms  of  growth  and  college  preparedness  (Longleaf  School  for 
the  Arts). 
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Instructional  Approach :  These  must  be  at  the  core  of  the  school’s  existence.  Either  all  or  the 
vast  majority  of  instruction  should  be  informed  by  these  instructional  approaches.  Inquiry 
based  learning  in  one  senior  year  course  is  not  enough  to  code  for  this  feature.  
Feature Definition Example 
Blended 
Learning 
Students  learn  primarily 
through  technology-based 
platforms  with  teachers 
support. 
Successful  Start  Academy  will  embrace  a 
blended  learning  model  of  content 
delivery.  Students  will  experience  rich 
course  content  through  the  support  of 
electronic  whiteboards,  online  learning 
software,  electronic  periodicals,  and 
classrooms  with  a  3:1  student  to 
computer  ratio.  Through  blended 
learning,  course  content  that  was  once 
flat  will  come  alive  through  interactive 
lessons  which  model  excellence  in 
teaching  and  learning.  Students  will 
develop  21st  Century  technology  skills 
through  cutting  edge  curriculum  with 
integrated  technology  (Successful  Start 
Academy  2012). 
  
Inquiry  based 
learning 
Students  learn  through 
questioning,  and  their  own 
curiosity.  Look  for  Socratic 
Method  or  Paideia. 
Critical  thinking  through  Debate  and 
Socratic  Questioning:  Teachers  will 
employ  Socratic  Questioning  and 
facilitate  in-class  debates  to  increase 
student  understanding  through  inquiry 
to  deepen  students’  abilities  to  think 
critically  (Oxford  Preparatory  High 
School  2012).  
Montessori Less  classroom  structure, 
child  centered  learning. 
Schools  that  call 
themselves  Montessori 
will  almost  always  qualify. 
Using  the  Montessori  model,  we 
empower  children  to  become  confident 
and  self-motivated  individuals  with  a 
strong  sense  of  respect  for  themselves, 
others,  and  the  world  around  them. 
Education  is  preparation  for  life  (Spruce 
Pine  Montessori  Academy) 
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Personalized 
Learning 
All  students  have 
individualized  paths.  In 
some  cases,  all  students 
have  IEPs. 
An  'Individual  Achievement  plan"  will  be 
developed  for  each  student,  setting 
specific,  measurable  goals  and  learning 
objectives  which  relate  directly  to  the 
Common  Core  Curriculum  (The 
Achievement  School  2012). 
Project-based Students  work  on  long 
term  projects  as  a  lens  for 
their  learning  in  many 
subjects.  The  majority  of 
the  curriculum  must  be 
project  based.  A  few 
project  based  experiences 
are  not  enough. 
Teachers  will  use  hands  on  project  based 
learning  and  integrate  all  subjects, 
which  include  the  use  of  technology  and 
making  use  of  our  school  garden. 
Students  will  have  physical  fitness  class 
and  garden/cooking/nutrition  class 
twice  a  week.  These  classes  will  teach  a 
child  how  to  make  good  healthy  choices 
and  will  also  be  integrated  with  core 
subjects  taught  in  the  general  education 
classes.  These 
  classes  will  expose  children  to  science 
content  in  a  real,  hands  on  way 
(Greensboro  Progressive  2012). 
Waldorf Pedagogy  stemming  from 
the  Waldorf  method,  or 
Rudolph  Steiner.  Centers 
around  education  of  the 
mind,  body,  and  spirit. 
None  in  this  sample 
Experiential Strong  emphasis  on 
hands-on  learning.  Will  not 
be  just  a  few  chances  like 
field  trips,  but  rather  deep 
integration  into  school. 
“giving  students  the  opportunity  to  stay 
on  core  learning  objectives  until 
mastered,  and  encompasses  a  hands-on, 
experiential  learning  experience  that 
enhances  the  knowledge  base  and 
functioning  level  of  each  student  (Vance 
County  Learning  Center  2012). 
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Curricular  Focus :  These  must  be  woven  throughout  the  curriculum,  and  go  above  and  beyond 
what  is  found  in  a  traditional  school.  Language  classes  are  not  enough,  but  immersion  or  dual 
language  programs  are.  
Feature Definition Example 
Arts The  arts  as  a  focus  on 
most  core  subject  areas. 
"Fine  arts  at  LSA  will  not  just  be  an 
opportunity  for  students,  but  a 
recurring  part  of  their  overall 
educational  experience"  (Longleaf 
School  for  the  Arts  2012). 
  
CTE/Vocational All  students  participated  in 
a  career  or  technical 
program. 
Career  and  Technical  Education 
curriculum  including  agriculture 
science,  auto  mechanics,  welding, 
small  engine  repair,  basic  carpentry, 
and  culinary  arts  (Flemington 
Academy  2012).  
  
Character/SEL A  lengthy  and  explicit 
discussion  of  values  of  the 
school,  as  well  as  how 
they  will  be  integrated  into 
the  larger  curriculum  must 
be  present 
PCA  will  deliberately  emphasize 
positive  character  traits  throughout 
the  curriculum  and  work  to  create  a 
school  culture  that  fosters  and 
recognizes  exemplary  character. 
Character  education  will  be  integrated 
into  all  aspects  of  the  educational 
program  in  the  classroom  (Pinnacle 
Classical  Academy  2012). 
Classical A  focus  on  the  classics, 
including  discussion  of 
classical  thinkers  (like 
Aristotle),  or  ancient 
languages  like  Latin/Greek. 
Discussion  of  the 
three-fold  path,  or  trivium 
of  grammar,  dialectic,  and 
rhetoric. 
Focusing  on  the  classical  educational 
approach  to  learning  in  the  classroom 
will  help  each  student  develop  their 
critical  thinking  and  logic  skills.  To 
achieve  this,  APA-CFA  will  focus  on  the 
trivium  of  grammar,  logic,  and  rhetoric 
(Aristotle  Preparatory:  A  Challenge 
Foundation  Academy). 
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Civic  Engagement 
(Social  Justice) 
Social  issues  are  heavily 
integrated  into  the 
curriculum,  with 
discussions  of  political 
action,  and  instruction  in 
public  policy.  
The  Institute  for  the  Development  of 
Young  Leaders  students  will  become 
informed  citizens  who  develop  the 
capacity  to  contribute  to  the  needs  of 
our  local  and  global  communities 
through  various  service  learning 
opportunities.  From  managing  school 
based  projects  to  community  based 
projects,  from  planting  trees  to 
collecting  and  organizing  food, 
students  participate  in  hands-on 
experiences,  helping  address  real 
world  problems  such  as  hunger, 
homelessness,  and  environmental 
degradation.  The  focus  on  personal 
growth  and  development  of 
leadership  skills  serve  to  empower 
students  to  fully  participate  in  their 
education,  own  their  lives,  and  serve 
their  community  (Institute  for  the 
Development  of  Young  Leaders  2012). 
Cultural  (often 
goes  with 
bilingual) 
Focus  on  one  specific 
cultural  element,  such  as  a 
country  or  ethnic  group, 
throughout  the  curriculum 
“The  Growing  Up  American  Program 
has  been  created.  This  program 
addresses  the  high  rate  of  educational 
disengagement  of  the  students  we 
serve,  estimated  to  be  94% 
African-American  due  to  the  identity 
crisis.  This  issue  plagues  many  African 
Americans  due  to  the  lack  of  historical 
foundation.  An  individual's  sense  of 
identity  is  grounded  in  their  cultural 
identity.  A  strong  cultural  identity 
contributes  to  people's  overall 
wellbeing.  Growing  Up  American 
provides  a  backdrop  for  children  to 
navigate  the  complex  and  complicated 
identity  crisis  that  plagues  so  many 
children  of  color”  (Miracle 
Academy-East  2013). 
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Language  (dual, 
immersion,  etc.) 
Some  or  all  classes  are 
conducted  in  a  2 nd  
language.  Not  just  foreign 
language  classes. 
PATCH  Academy  will  also  offer  a 
bilingual  educational  curriculum  to 
help  students  become  more  culturally 
diverse.  Students  will  learn  to  speak 
Spanish,  French,  and  German.  This 
program  will  also  help  students  be 
more  globally  competitive.  PATCH 
Academy  will  focus  on  the 
international  models  to  assist  with  this 
program  (Parents  and  Their  Children 
Academy  2012). 
IB International 
Baccalaureate 
  "The  middle  years  will  focus  on  an 
International  Baccalaureate  program 
(IB) 
which  also  has  a  global  emphasis  and 
focus  on  21st  century  relevant 
application  in  its  rigorous,  yet 
intellectually  stimulating  curriculum 
and 
Implementation"  (Lake  Haven 
Academy  2013).  
Health Students’  mental  and 
physical  wellbeing  is 
heavily  woven  throughout 
the  curriculum. 
Wellness  of  the  whole  student  will  be 
improved  through  student  and  family 
educational  programs  that  increase 
knowledge  on  personal  health, 
nutrition  and  wellness.  The  Academy 
has  outlined  a  conceptual  framework 
for  nutrition  education,  physical 
activity,  and  other  school-based 
activities  that  promote  student 
wellness  (McKinney  Academy  Charter 
School  2010). 
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STEM Schools  take  extra  steps  to 
prioritize  STEM  fields  and 
classes. 
Effective  teaching  starts  with 
classroom  strategies  grounded  in  solid 
pedagogy.  Effective  STEM  teaching 
challenges  students  to  innovate  and 
invent  while  integrating  math,  science, 
and  technology  concepts  with  other 
subject  areas  (Dreams  to  Reality 
Academy  2012) 
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Other  Features :  These  features  must  be  true  for  the  majority  of  students  in  a  school.  For 
example,  offering  an  accelerated  learning  program  is  not  enough  to  qualify  for  that  feature.  In 
order  to  qualify  for  accelerated  learning,  the  vast  majority  of  students  must  be  systematically 
pushed  beyond  the  typical  level  for  their  age. 
Feature Definition Example 
Accelerated 
Learning 
The  school  structure 
causes  most  or  all 
students  to  take 
courses  normally 
reserved  for  older 
students. 
“Therefore  we  have  created  additional 
expectations  for  ALL  students  at  OPHS: 
completion  of  at  least  one  AP  or  dual 
enrollment  class  by  graduation, 
completion  of  3  credits  in  foreign 
language,  completion  of  60  hours  of 
community  service,  and  completion  of  a 
senior  seminar  as  a  capstone  class  for 
graduation”  (Oxford  Preparatory  High 
School  2012).  
College-Going 
Service 
All  students 
participate  in  a 
program  designed  to 
help  them 
understand  college 
and  apply 
successfully. 
Each  student  will  successfully  complete  a 
seminar  course  cooperatively  instructed 
by  a  high  school  and  college  advisor. 
Indication  of  student  success  is  based  on 
completion  of  a  mock  4  year  high  school 
plan,  reading  and  oral  presentation  on  7 
Habits  of  Successful  Teen,  attendance  to 
at  least  one  approved  college  academic 
and  extra-curricular  program  each  with  a 
one  page  reflection,  a  minimum  of  5 
researched  applicable  scholarships,  with 
at  least  one  pertaining  to  student  career 
interest,  and  completed  sign-up  with 
cFNC.org.  Every  student  will  take  the  ACT 
or  SAT  at  least  twice.  Once,  all  10th 
graders  will  take  the  ACT  at  the  school  to 
monitor,  assess,  and  provide  feedback  on 
student  basic  level  college  ready  aptitude. 
(Winston-Salem  Middle  College  2012). 
Co-located The  school  shares  a 
location  and 
resources  with 
another  entity  to 
enrich  the 
curriculum. 
Because  the  GBS  will  be  co-located  with 
the  Alamance  Partnership  for  Children, 
additional  opportunities  exist  for  parents 
to  participate  in  parenting  classes, 
support  groups,  and  other  programs  and 
services  as  needed  (Great  Bend  School  at 
Glencoe  2010). 
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Community  Based The  school  partners 
with  community 
organizations  to 
provide  wrap-around 
services  to  students 
and  other 
community 
members. 
The  school  will  concentrate  on  increasing 
community  involvement,  through  a 
community  center  and  community  based 
programs,  giving  community  residents  the 
opportunity  to  improve  their  living 
conditions  (StudentFirst  Academy  2012). 
Competency  based Promotion  is  based 
on  competency,  and 
can  happen  anytime. 
A  “seat-time”  waiver  to  allow  students  to 
earn  course  credit  based  on  student- 
demonstrated  competency  and  course 
completion,  not  the  completion  of  a 
minimum  number  of  hours  of 
seat/classroom  time  (Flemington 
Academy  2012). 
  
Credit  recovery Focused  on  students 
who  have  fallen  off 
track,  and  need  to 
recover  credits. 
Recognizing  the  individual  strengths  and 
intrinsic  worth  of  all  students,  we  will 
provide  each  student  with  personalized 
opportunities  to  increase  their  academic, 
employment,  and  social  skills  leading  to 
completion  of  credits  for  a  high  school 
diploma  through  a  continuous 
improvement  process  involving  all 
stakeholders  (Richard  Milburn  Academy  of 
North  Carolina  2010). 
Early  College/Dual 
Enrollment 
All  or  most  students 
take  courses  where 
they  can  gain  college 
credit. 
Offers  students  the  opportunity  to  gain  up 
to  2  years  of  college  courses  credit 
(Winston-Salem  Middle  College  2012). 
  
Extended  School Students  attend 
more  hours  of  school 
than  typical.  This  can 
be  longer  days, 
weekend  school,  or 
year-round. 
The  students  will  experience  an  extended 
day  (8:00a.m  –  6:00p.m.),  and  weekend 
and  summer  programming  will  also  be 
provided  (Institute  for  the  Development 
of  Young  Leaders  2012). 
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High  Expectations Systematically  high 
expectations  of  all 
students . 
Teachers’  holding  high  expectations  and 
having  firm  belief  in  the  ability  of  all 
students  to  achieve  characterize  effective 
practices  in  schools  that  succeed  with 
students  at  risk  (STEM  Education  for  a 
Global  Society  2012) 
Intentionally 
Inclusive 
Students  with  special 
needs  are  almost 
always  integrated 
into  the  general 
classroom.  Do  not 
code  if  an  applicant 
will  only  do  their 
best  to  integrate  or 
discuss  only  meeting 
the  requirements   of 
a  free  and 
appropriate 
education  (FAPE). 
Uwharrie  Charter  Academy  will  operate 
within  an  inclusion  framework  where 
disabled  students  are  in  the  classroom 
with  nondisabled  students  and  challenged 
with  the  same  rigorous  curriculum  as  their 
nondisabled  peers.  Modifications  and 
adaptations  to  lessons,  texts, 
assignments,  etc.  will  be  provided  by  the 
classroom  teachers  (based  upon  IEP 
and/or  504)  (Uwharrie  Charter  Academy 
2012). 
Internship All  students  spend 
time  interning. 
Seventh  and  eighth  graders  will  have 
internships  where  they  work  alongside 
different  community  members  in  area  of 
interest  for  2  years.  At  the  8th  grade 
portfolio  review,  students  will  present 
information 
about  what  they  learned  from  their 
internship  (Greensboro  Progressive  2012). 
  
Micro-school Fewer  than  10 
students  per  grade 
level  at  full  size. 
Proposed  Total  Enrollment:  38  (Springs 
Academy  Charter  School  2012). 
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Military  focus Not  a  J.R.O.T.C. 
chapter.  All  students 
participate. 
As  part  of  the  CAP’s  affiliation  with  the  US 
Air  Force,  students  wear  uniforms  and 
foster  the  traditions  of  drill  and 
ceremonies,  customs  and  courtesies,  the 
chain  of  command,  and  similar  traditions 
that  help  motivate  students  to  engage  in 
the  program’s  overall  goals. 
All  students  in  middle  and  high  school  will 
participate  in  the  CAP  Cadet  Program, 
which  also  provides  a  structure  to  the 
student  body,  as  well  as  opportunities  for 
application  of  the  leadership  principles 
students  are  learning  in  and  outside  of  the 
classroom  (North  Carolina  Leadership 
Academy  2012). 
Residential  or 
Boarding 
Students  live  on  site. For  many  students,  placement  at  EA  in 
either  the  residential  or  day  program  is 
their  last  best  chance  for  success  (Eliada 
Academy  2012). 
Multi-age 
Classrooms 
Single  classrooms 
serve  a  range  of 
grade  levels. 
AC  students  will  explore  in  an 
environment  that  encompasses  multi-  age 
classrooms  (Montessori  Academy  of 
Cornelius  2012). 
Restorative  Justice 
Practices 
Discipline  focuses  on 
restoration  rather 
than  punishment. 
Our  child-centered,  non-authoritarian 
philosophy  on  discipline  will  focus  on 
helping  our  children  grow  to  be 
self-disciplined,  self-moderating,  and 
internally  motivated  by  respect  for 
themselves  and  others.  To  this  end,  IMCS 
stands  committed  to  the  practice  of  both 
positive  discipline  and  conflict  resolution 
grounded  in  the  principles  of  restorative 
justice  (Island  Montessori  2012). 
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Strict  Behavior 
System 
Look  for  acronyms 
about  behavior, 
demerit  systems, 
high  consequences 
for  minor  offenses 
like  running  in 
hallways. 
Cadets  who  disrupt  class  will  be  subject  to 
marching  a  tour.  A  tour  is  fifty  minutes  of 
marching  with  a  rifle,  quietly  at  a  pace  of 
120  steps  marched  per  minute.  Tours  will 
take  place  in  the  afternoon  during  the 
same  time  period  as  study  hall.  Cadets 
with  excessive  tours  will  be  required  to 
march  on  Saturdays  (Paul  R.  Brown 
Leadership  Academy  2012). 
Single  Gender 
Systems 
Students  are 
separated  by  gender 
within  the  school,  or 
the  school  only  plans 
to  enroll  students  of 
one  gender.  
Understanding  that  the  brains  of  males 
and  females  develop  at  different 
trajectories,  HPA  will  utilize  this 
knowledge  to  support  single-gender 
classes  (High  Point  Academy  2012). 
Virtual Distance  learning  is 
an  online  primary 
medium  of 
instruction.  Often 
used  by 
homeschoolers. 
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Target  student  population :  Mentioning  wanting  to  “close  the  achievement  gap”  or  serve 
“at-risk”  students  is  not  enough  for  this  feature.  Schools  must  take  steps  to  actively  recruit  or 
serve  these  student  populations.  Serving  a  population  that  reflects  the  population  of  the  LEA 
where  a  school  is  located  is  not  enough  to  code  for  a  target  population.  
Feature 
Early  Childhood 
Gifted 
Intentionally  diverse 
Disabilities 
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Other  Information  Coded : 
Information  Type Coding  Guidelines 
Conversion Applicants  are  compelled  to  list  their  conversion  status  on  their 
cover  pages.  If  schools  check  the  conversion  box  they  are 
conversion  schools.  In  a  select  few  cases,  applicants  did  not 
check  the  conversion  box,  but  clearly  articulate  their  plans  to 
convert  from  an  existing  school.  These  should  also  be  coded  as 
conversions. 
Repeat  applications After  coding  all  schools,  examine  schools  with  similar  names  or 
applications.  Only  code  if  the  application  is  made  by  the  same 
entity  for  the  same  location  (LEA)  over  multiple  years.  Do  not 
code  if  one  applicant  applied  fastrack  and  regular  track  within 
one  application  cycle. 
Application  status For  the  post-2011  sample,  DPI’s  website  clearly  lists  whether 
applications  were  successful.  For  these  years,  code  based  on 
DPI.  Before  2011,  cross  reference  the  list  of  open  schools  in 
North  Carolina  and  charter  school  closures.  These  can  both  be 
found  on  DPI’s  website.  If  a  school  does  not  appear  on  either 
list,  it  was  not  approved. 
CMO  affiliation CMO  affiliation  left  some  room  for  ambiguity.  Applicants  are 
compelled  to  include  a  section  in  their  application  explaining 
whether  or  not  the  plan  to  use  a  CMO.  A  small  number  of 
schools  left  out  this  section  or  included  in  appendices  that  the 
researcher  did  not  have  access  to.  In  the  event  of  no  clear 
information  on  CMO  affiliation,  code  as  if  Non-CMO.  Some 
schools  also  contracted  out  for  strictly  managerial  services  such 
as  payroll.  In  cases  where  outside  contracts  exist,  but  do  not 
relate  to  educational  plans,  code  as  Non-CMO.  Finally,  some 
applications  are  clearly  affiliated  with  existing  networks,  but  do 
not  claim  CMO  affiliation.  Code  these  applications  for  CMO.  
Grade  Levels  Served Included  in  the  cover  sheet.  No  extensive  analysis  of  grade 
levels  served  was  conducted  within  this  study,  but  this 
information  is  well  worth  considering. 
Target  enrollment Included  in  the  cover  sheet.  No  extensive  analysis  of  target 
enrollment  was  conducted  within  this  study,  but  this 
information  is  well  worth  considering. 
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District Included  in  the  cover  sheet.  No  extensive  analysis  of  district 
was  conducted  within  this  study,  but  this  information  is  well 
worth  considering. 
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